
jean jacques rousseau discourse on the origin
of inequality
Jean-Jacques Rousseau's "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" is a foundational text in
political philosophy that explores the roots of human inequality and the consequences of social
structures on individual freedom and morality. Published in 1755, this discourse was initially
presented as a response to a competition organized by the Academy of Dijon, which asked whether
the advancement of the sciences and arts had contributed to the improvement of morals. Rousseau’s
work diverged from the prevailing Enlightenment thought by arguing that civilization, rather than
cultivating virtue, had corrupted it. This essay will delve into Rousseau's arguments, his conception
of natural man versus civilized man, and the implications of his ideas on modern thought.

Background of the Discourse

In the mid-18th century, Europe was undergoing significant changes due to the Enlightenment, a
period marked by the rise of reason, skepticism towards tradition, and a growing emphasis on
individual rights. Rousseau, however, offered a counter-narrative that questioned the inherent
goodness of progress and civilization.

- Context: The Enlightenment celebrated rationality and scientific advancement, suggesting that
humanity was on an upward trajectory towards improvement.
- Rousseau's Position: He challenged this notion, positing that the more a society progressed, the
more it distanced itself from the values of authenticity, equality, and morality.

Rousseau's "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" is divided into two main parts: the first examines
the nature of inequality, while the second investigates the consequences of this inequality in society.

The Two Types of Inequality

Rousseau distinguishes between two forms of inequality: natural (or physical) inequality and moral
or political inequality.

Natural Inequality

Natural inequality refers to the differences established by nature, including:

1. Physical differences: Variations in strength, age, health, and other attributes.
2. Inequality in ability: Differences in intelligence and talents.

Rousseau argues that this type of inequality is not a concern in the state of nature, where humans
live free and equal lives, relying on their instincts for survival.



Moral or Political Inequality

Moral or political inequality, on the other hand, is established through conventions and societal
structures. It includes:

1. Social hierarchies: Class divisions based on wealth and power.
2. Legal distinctions: Rights and privileges granted by laws that benefit certain groups over others.

Rousseau contends that moral inequality is a construct of human society and is not justified by
nature. He asserts that it leads to oppression, strife, and the degradation of moral values.

The State of Nature

One of Rousseau’s central concepts is the "state of nature," a theoretical condition in which humans
exist without the constraints of society. In this state, individuals are guided by their basic instincts
and emotions, living in harmony with one another.

The Characteristics of Natural Man

Rousseau characterizes the natural man as follows:

- Self-sufficient: Natural man meets his basic needs without the need for complex social structures.
- Innocent: Lacking the vices and corruption that arise from societal influences.
- Compassionate: Driven by empathy and a sense of pity for others, leading to cooperative behavior.

In contrast, Rousseau argues that the advent of society disrupts this harmony and leads to the
emergence of inequality.

The Emergence of Society and Inequality

Rousseau traces the emergence of moral and political inequality back to the formation of society. He
argues that as humans began to gather in groups and develop language and tools, they created a
social contract that established rules and hierarchies.

Key Developments

1. Agriculture and Property: The introduction of agriculture led to the concept of property, creating
disparities in wealth and power.
2. Establishment of Laws: With laws came the enforcement of inequalities, as those in power crafted
regulations that favored their interests.
3. Division of Labor: As societies became more complex, individuals specialized in various roles,
leading to a loss of autonomy and increased competition.



Rousseau posits that these developments resulted in the corruption of human nature, leading people
to prioritize personal gain over communal well-being.

The Consequences of Inequality

Rousseau argues that moral and political inequality has detrimental effects on both individuals and
society.

Impact on Individuals

1. Loss of Freedom: Individuals become dependent on societal structures and lose their natural
freedom.
2. Corruption of Morality: The pursuit of wealth and status leads to vices such as greed, envy, and
pride, which corrupt the moral fabric of society.

Impact on Society

1. Social Strife: Inequality breeds conflict and resentment among different social classes.
2. Dehumanization: As individuals become objects of economic and political systems, their inherent
dignity is undermined.

Rousseau concludes that the progression of society, rather than improving the human condition, has
led to a decline in virtue and an increase in inequality.

Rousseau's Vision for a Just Society

Despite his critique of modernity, Rousseau does not advocate for a return to the state of nature.
Instead, he envisions a new social contract that prioritizes equality and collective well-being.

Principles of the New Social Contract

1. Collective Sovereignty: The idea that true authority comes from the collective will of the people,
rather than from a monarch or elite.
2. General Will: A concept that reflects the common interests of the citizenry, which should guide
laws and policies.
3. Moral Education: The importance of cultivating virtue and civic responsibility among citizens to
counteract the corrupting influences of society.

Rousseau believes that through the establishment of a just social contract, individuals can reclaim
their freedom and moral integrity.



Conclusion

Jean-Jacques Rousseau's "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" presents a profound critique of
modern society and its effects on human nature. By differentiating between natural and moral
inequality, Rousseau challenges the Enlightenment's optimistic view of progress and raises critical
questions about freedom, virtue, and the social contract. His insights continue to resonate today,
prompting ongoing discussions about inequality, justice, and the role of society in shaping human
behavior.

In a world increasingly grappling with issues of social justice and equity, Rousseau’s work serves as
a reminder of the importance of critically examining the structures that govern our lives and the
values that underpin our societies. Through understanding and addressing the origins of inequality,
we may move towards a more just and equitable future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Rousseau's 'Discourse on the Origin
of Inequality'?
The main thesis is that inequality is not a natural condition but a social construct that arises from
the development of civilization and the establishment of private property.

How does Rousseau differentiate between natural and moral
inequality?
Rousseau distinguishes natural inequality, which is based on physical differences, from moral or
political inequality, which is established by convention and societal norms.

What role does private property play in Rousseau's argument?
Rousseau argues that the establishment of private property is the root cause of moral inequality,
leading to competition, jealousy, and social divisions.

How does Rousseau view the state of nature?
Rousseau views the state of nature as a peaceful and egalitarian condition where individuals are free
and independent, contrasting sharply with the complexities of civil society.

What impact did Rousseau's work have on later political
thought?
Rousseau's ideas influenced various political movements, including the French Revolution, by
advocating for social justice and critiquing the structures of power and inequality.



What criticisms have been leveled against Rousseau's
'Discourse on the Origin of Inequality'?
Critics argue that Rousseau's romanticization of the state of nature overlooks the potential for
violence and conflict, and that his views on property and inequality are overly simplistic.

How does Rousseau's perspective on inequality relate to
contemporary issues?
Rousseau's exploration of inequality resonates with contemporary discussions about economic
disparities, social justice, and the impacts of capitalism on society.

What are the implications of Rousseau's views for modern
democracy?
Rousseau emphasizes the importance of addressing social inequalities to achieve true democracy,
suggesting that without addressing these disparities, political equality remains superficial.

In what ways does Rousseau's work connect with the concept
of the social contract?
Rousseau's 'Discourse' lays the groundwork for his later work on the social contract, arguing that
legitimate political authority must be based on the collective will of the people to ensure equality
and freedom.
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